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B Yang Mu
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Poet and scholar Yang Mu, born 1940 in Hualien, Taiwan, carned a B.A. in En-
glish at Taiwan’s Tunghai Univresity, an M.EA. in poetry at the University of
Towa Writers’ Workshop, and a Ph.D. in Comparative Literature at the Universi-
ty of California, Berkeley. One of Taiwan’s most esteemed and influential poets,
he was the author, editor, and translator of myriad volumes, both prose and po-
etry, including a variety of scholarly monographs and critical works. His writing

also appeared in multiple collections across many languages.

Over his long career, Yang Mu served as Professor of Comparative Literature at
the University of Washington, becoming Professor Emeritus upon retirement.
In Taiwan he was named Distinguished Professor Emeritus at both National Tai-
wan Normal and National Dong Hwa universities. At Dong Hwa, he was Profes-
sor of Chinese and Dean of the College of Humanities and Social Sciences from
1996 to 2001, after which he was appointed Distinguished Research Fellow and
Director of the Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy at Academia Si-
nica in Taipei. He also taught at National Taiwan University, National Cheng
Chi University, Princeton University, and the Hong Kong University of Science

and Technology.

Among Yang Mu’s many Taiwan honors are two China Times Literary Awards;
the Wu San-lien Literature Prize; a 5 year “Outstanding Lecturer” grant from
the Foundation for the Advancement of Outstanding Scholarship; and the Na-
tional Award for Arts. His international recognition includes Malaysia’s Hua
Zong Literary Award; the 2013 US Newman Prize for Chinese Literature; and
the 2016 Swedish Cikada Prize. In March 2020, Yang Mu died in Taipei.
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Spring Equinox

Amid the forest’s stately silence,

glints at a riverside

rife with flowering ginger,

the bows of its heavy blossoms
inviting memory. A mountain breeze
familiar, cool as midnight, stirs the water,
mussing my hair almost in rebuke,
calling and dismissing mid-day clouds.
See in the mud of the riverbank

a handprint, hasty, unexpected,

as if to say a forest siren

were lost, and when we approached,
fled like a vanishing memory.

There in the deep solemnity

of wilderness, her sparkling shadow
swayed on the riverbed, promising

the southeast wind would rise,

its own talisman.
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from Nine Zither Variations

Ford shallow streams, stones bruise my feet.
Cross deep water, dragons share my skiff.
—Han Yu (“Qin Melody: The Return”)

Three
Clouds flow by, catching light
while here in this building
abandoned since the war
a spider climbs high
on its weavings, fine strands
webbed like waterways
in a canal town, as if threading
a secret music we might hear.
Dusk’s own tones, these fruit tree blooms,
swell their false flourishings,
sunset a shimmer of unfeeling gods

who come and go.

Four
By wind and rain once more
awakened, I sink in a shattering dawn
to dreamless depths, unsettled water
rising and falling, lotuses floating shoreward
like frail totems of the past, old letters
complaining, accusing, lost filaments
to whatever mind still lives.
Fading stars must soon
be swallowed by the sea,
the world’s wilderness lit

for wounded fish,

wing-shut birds, beasts whose hooves
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have finally come to rest

amid so many twists, so many turns.

Five
Have you ever sought
on sleepless nights
the faintest rustlings of the stars?
Before we came, the insects hatched,
the fish, a tale that tells how we shall age
like dinosaurs who also walked
and flew trumpeting toward their own absence.
We too might choose to reflect,
striding a ruined landscape
like a downcast soldier
beyond tumbled city walls
spots spring blossoms
opening on the road ahead,
feels the arrival of warm rains

to quench the ancient battlefield.

Seven
No surprise youd pluck a bloodless flower,
your face aglow at evening
as if to speak—that look of amazement
at the ascent of fireflies—
one’s heart must grow heavy
with autumn leaves adrift
through an impenetrable fog,
somewhere a torrent

sweeping off these shadows.

Han Yu: Tang dynasty poet, ca. 768-824 AD.
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Spirit Speaks

from “Matter, Shape, & Spirit’, a response
to Tao Yuanmings three part poem of the same title

I confess I'm fully content

with no grand plan of the universe,

free, unfettered, invisible

and everywhere. Like wind that flows
down a valley, 'm lighter than the world,
farther than the tidal hush of midnight,
gauzier than dream. I trust imagination
to stay one step ahead, my cleverness
veiling my shyness. What I owned

were only those moments

of solitude, wholly possessed.
Everywhere portents herald doom

as rain follows thunder,

while here in the wilderness

I strive as promised to uncode the omens,
to plumb your heart, my husk,

through such troubles.

At this crossroads

in a waste of isolation,

you're all I can claim.

Tao Yuanming: ca. 365-427 AD, Jin-Song dynasties. One of the most eminent
Chinese poets, he left civil service to live his last two decades in rural simplicity.
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Partridge Sky

Written unrbymed. for the Chinese
historical phonologist Jerry Lee Norman

In the heat, red cotton tree blossoms
open and fall. Ghost flowers

linger in the boughs, hinting at the yao,
an arrow racing toward emptiness,
beyond all sounds, shapes, the forms
of wind, rain, tracks of tigers,
leopards, shadows of mythic beasts.
A partridge skims a hibiscus,

sees a parapet mirrored in a river,
soars high, dips low,

crosses water, then towers,

merging with the color of the sky.

Partridge Sky: Originally an ancient Chinese melody for which poets would

compose lyrics.

yao: In the Chinese divination classic I Ching, a yao, cither broken (yiz) or un-
broken (yang) is any one line in a six-line hexagram. Here the poet suggests the
yao line, like an arrow, holds the energy for change.

377



378

E% ]

MR AR PTADT » EAH KA

R EAE IR ok o A
RERAE SR AR e SR i
VU RS o FAEAR 0 dRABZMER)
B FEABELFE—pFERE A
BRIE Y

(HRAEE AR - A A
FRABENER o BIER
PEXNEE Y &2

S ARG E A

FERR BRI AR AN R
HE K

R AT - DI e 2

FE TR - BIESFB AR EE—
JEREHY R HR——SRAIMREL
BIEERAE A S
SERREE AL o Bk

FEMEAE 12 K = R

On Solitude

The stars that steered through history

have withered to lightless skies, oblivion.

Yet I remain, resisting

as darkness floods my shadow.
Beneath one tree,

I take up the human heart,

startled by this solitude.

I prefer it. Some say

utterance only ends in air.

Sensual words no longer speak

for uncertain futures,

as a rose in the breeze of late summer

merely lures the bee.

The gestured path is true,

circling through reeds

where time can rest

and beauty finds perfection.

Now the flesh may shed formality

in reaching one’s own soul.

Listen. High up, in the cold,

wild geese calling.
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Sunflower Garden

Like sunflowers without fireflies,
legends vanish swifter than the dew.
Figures, images crowd the lens,
their timeworn themes. The husk

of the cicada hooks its perch.

One day we'll start over,
growing new wings,

. b
sensing each other’s stance
in the breeze, on high branches
bearing our hopes
in this garden the fireflies left,

where legends retreated with the dew.
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Rotation

In the ebbing sun of afternoon

I sit head down, too aware

loose thoughts won’t always build ideas.
Regrettable, as if recalling green shoots

in April wind, their shivery wings.

Or the soft plash of fish in the river.

Outside, autumn light’s uncertain where to go.
I sit alone in dusk’s faint chill,

waiting to answer the vast universe.

Why can’t I grasp that knowledge and judgement
should lessen the errors of my words?

If time brings neither wind nor snow,

how can upright bamboo

sketch the image of one’s study

closed off from a distasteful world.

Why hold with old wisdom?

Art’s golden needle is its gift.
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Poppy

At first, memory’s origami

hanging from a waterside porch
open to a stranger’s gaze.

Then it melds to a farewell
strummed on the guzheng,

as if a feather parted from one wing
found the singer’s limpid heart,

the music rippling

like a sudden butterfly bears up the spirit.

Endless blood, a furious purity

about to split open.

guzheng: dating from the 6th c. BC, a long zither-like string instrument often

played by Chinese literati.
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Song

Through the flowering wisteria, last night’s stars
revive to the sound of spring water,
while moonlight draws our gaze
where we hadn’t looked,

this rippling light sinking, rising,

cool beside us. Now I hear

the song that fills thin darkness,

stirs the breeze to tremble

as dawn attends the shapeless moment
from sleep to waking,

its notes the overture

between ten fingers.
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Turning Like Wind

Behind time’s face,

among strewn yellowed blossoms,
light sparkling wings

descend like astonishment,

as if returned from a star

with some rumor

we can’t easily deny.

Dropping down when neither hour
nor minute hand have stopped,

they keep their relation,

like the shifting and cycling of wind.

Whoever arrives first may wait.
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Golden Raintrees

In those times, beside waters
unseen by human eyes,

unmapped by longitude or latitude,
this world sank toward darkness

like a forgotten dream.

By then the stars had formed

their constellations, already aligned
bright pathways through the skies.
Cold fronts in the stratosphere
came and went, dark currents

deep in the oceans

surged like the pulse of poetic will.

Boundaries? To the southwest,
twilight’s last inflections
fanned between young peaks.
Squirrels at rest

were startled in the dew

and birds took frightful wing.

RBEHIRERRIE - 4f s FIAIE Into green forests spilled the poisoned air
F BN RRERGE 28 R K of eruption. The birth pangs,
— & IR BREAIET K self-destroying, self-creating

of a whole planet, fluorescent
EAVEI L BE ST > B R in high summer’s breast,
— KRB S EAR rE 7K H RAINA T awe and creation flaring
AHIZE TR % BHE - 8HE > SR in the deep abyss, mountainsides
BESRERAE AR D R erased by hellish fire.
I SR AR A T 2 A A TR Now we gaze from heights
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BHiE e E BN AR » e R at pods of sperm whales

WAREEIST RLIER S 175 A 20 night and day swimming south,
SRS » A B — 28 migrating, hunting,

some beaching far from home.

At M 2 — SR AP LT A R A B

e A0 AT SRR RY £ B AT Spring rains come swift as clouds,
BFA e aR M - RFEA BLAE dropping onto jagged, mossy rocks.
—HRRACHE R - S5 B Shaded by vines, one can hear,

as if from the other side of earth,
R ATHS BAR R - A B a goddess singing soft and low,
RUFRHHEAR © L fER% » 710K
A XHEE BEWRE having missed the Cambrian,
K& » HFNS Ordovician fish, shells, corals,

late reptiles, the rise and fall of dinosaurs,
Eig EWTERE% 0 B early fungi, lush grasses, giant trees.
R » DRUSAY PR 2 15 As prophesied, she stepped into the epoch
ARt e AR A when humans wrestled carbon,
— 5| 5 A ) S R flattened mountains, dried rivers to their beds,

made winters thunder
and summers snow, made skies fall,

leaving

this ocean’s horizon, bundled spokes
of sunlight, sweeping winds,

storms that break upon us all.

From the clefts of naked rocks arise

golden raintree forests, shifting shades.

golden raintree: Flowering ornamental tree with autumnal yellow blooms. Native
to Asia, but propagated worldwide since the 18th c.

flattened mountains: This and subsequent images of the stanza derive from a pas-

sage in the anonymous Yuefu poem “Shang Ye” (“By Heaven”), Han Dynasty,
206 B.C.-220 A.D.
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Lone Crane

A stance about to form:

drop by drop the dew

burns off. Once more

the sun declines so it may rise.

A crane, oracular, faces west

as if in prophecy, its cold, alien gaze
branched from countless chances.
See in the wind that stark shape,
first to last rare as our own.

Dawn glows through lifted wings,
shaped yet shapeless. From the depth
of all losses, grief

is a piercing cry.
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